Overview of the
Counseling Process

Because of their special goals, belping encounters are also
characterized by special kinds of processes which may not be
Jound in the daily experiences of the persons who are seeking
aid. For these reasons, people entering the belping relationship
must be belped to understand its nature and ways of func-
tioning.

—Combs, Avila, and Purkey

The term process belps to communicate much about the essence
of counseling. A process is an identifiable sequence of events tak-
ing place over time. Usually there is the implication of bro-
gressive stages in the process.

After mastering the content in this chapter, you should be able to

1. Define and discuss the folowing terms and concepts:
counseling proceéss
initial counseling encounter
structure in the relarionship
phases of counseling

2. List and explain the characteristics of persons who seck '

counseling.

3. List and discuss the realities of a new relationship.

4. Recognize and discuss the importance of the initial counsel- -

ing encounter.

5. Explain the impbrtance of structure—What? Why? When? .

How?

6. Compare and contrast the phases of counseling according to;
the models of Stewart, Brammer, and Ivey and Simek-

Downing.

—Lewis E. Patterson and Sheldon Eisenberg

B'cfore studying this chapter, you should remember that the
following discussion refers to the broad and general aspects of the counsel-
ing prbcess. Later chapters will, in 2 more detailed way, amplify and focus
- on this process as an approach to working with parents of exceptional
children. You are, therefore, encouraged to examine this content thought-
i fully and carefully to develop the knowledge and insight necessary to be-
' @bme a more productive and effective helper.
- The counseling process actually begins with the first contact between
per and helpee and follows an orderly progression beginning with the
lishment of a relationship and usually ending with the termination of
bhat, relationship. Between these two steps, the helper assists the client in

¥ PEOPLE SEEK HELP

) a detailed analysis of the counseling process, it would be beneficial
derstand why people seek counseling. According to Lewis (1970), peo-
k counseling for many reasons, but three common characteristics can

-r, {The person is expenencmg some sort of personal dissatisfaction and is
- unable to reduce this dissatisfaction sufficiently. The person perceives a
- need to change the dissatisfactory behavior without knowing how to go
" about it.

; Thc person approaches counseling with a substantial amount of anxiety
g and uncertainty about not only some aspect of his or her life which is in-
"J:;\dequ-,ite, but about stepping into a strange and foreboding land—ithe
. C_'?imsclor's office.
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54 THE INITIAL COUNSELING ENCOUNTER

3. The person who seeks counseling expects that the counselor will be able
to help, but has no clear ideas about whart will occur,

While the first two points made by Lewis might be frightening (especial-
ly to the beginning counselor), you should note that an optimistic tone per-
vades the initial encounter. Both counselor and client normally enter the
relationship with the expectation that its outcome will result in an agreed-
upon behavior change. :

Brammer (1979) stresses the importance of the helper’s awareness of
the realities of 2 new relationship. He cites the following realities as especially
significant:

1. It is not easy to receive help.

2. It is difficult t0 commit one’s self to change. .

3. Itis difficult to submit to the influence of a helper; help is a threat to esteem,
integrity, and independence.

4. It is not easy to trust a stranger and to be open with him,

5. It is not easy to see one's problem clearly at first.

6. It is difficult to share problems easily because they sometimes seem too
large, too overwhelming, or too unique,

Parents of exceptional children seeck help for many reasons. As an éx-
ample, Ehlers, Krishef, and Prothero (1977) state: :

Usually, parents want and need help. They may not understand why their child

is retarded, and they may feel that in some way they are to blame fot something '
they did or did not do. They may react to their feelings by rejecting the child
or being overprotective or overdemanding. These parents need help in solv- |
ing the problems with which they are confronted. They need to know what :
type of home atmosphere and training the child will require to fully develop i

his limited capabilities. (p. 189)

The main point is that most parents want and need help, whether it §
is information about their child’s handicapping condition or the opportunity
to talk with 2 helper about the difficulties and uncertainties which may lie J
ahead. Many parents urgently need help in solving practical day-to-day prob-
lems. Rendering assistance is not limited to a professional helper—help may |
result from interaction and personal sharing with other parents who have;
experienced and worked through similar problems. By our previous defini- |
tion, these other parents who listen and offer support then become helpers. |

THE INITIAL C OUNSEiING ENCOUNTER

Most human interactions have'a goal or purpose, and this is especially true;

of the counseling relationship. The initial interview between counselor and
client is significant since it affords the first opportunity for two people to
begin a relationship within a counseling context. Munson (1971) has sug;

gested some assumptions that can be made about the initial interview: Thg
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counselee wants or needs help, nothing specific needs to be accomplished
beyond the structure required by the counselor, and the initial session is
merely a beginning stage in a relationship between two individuals. Patter-
son and Eisenberg (1983) have noted:

Counseling has 2 beginning, a middle, and an end. At the outset the client and

- counselor discuss the concerns of the client. The counselor attempts to learn
as nearly as possible what the client is experiencing and what has brought him
or her to counseling. (p. 7) .

Tyler (1969) suggests these objectives for the counselor: (1) get a sound
counseling relationship started, (2) open up the psychological realm of feel-
ings and attitudes within the person, and (3} clarify the structure of the help-
ing process. Bucheimer and Balogh (1961) divide the initial interview into
three phases: the statement of a problem, exploration, and closing and plan-
ning for the future. They believe that this represents a purposeful and goal-
directed approach to counseling.

With this outlined purpose of the initial interview, you should
remember that beginning interviewers, through lack of experience, usually
commit many types of common errors. Emerick (1969) has compiled a prac-
tical list of common errors that the beginning counselor should avoid dur-
1ng the interview or counseling session:

B

@

1. Avoid questions that may be answered '“Yes'’ or *‘No.” Try to frame the
question to elicit more complete responses.

2. Avoid asking questions that inhibit freedom of response. Do not say, “You
“didn’t have any difficulty with the child's toilet training, did you?”
3. Avoid talking too much. It is much better to rephrase what the respond-

ent has said or make some comment like ‘I see,” “"Tell me more,” or

¥ - “Anything else?”’ , '
2 : 4. - Avoid concentrating on the child’s physical symptoms and their causes
K- to the exclusion of the parent’s feelings and attitudes.

5. Avoid providing information too soon. There will be plenty of time to
}2- - clear up misconceptions later in the interview.
k6. Ask questions straightforwardly, maintaining eye contact.
b 7. Avoid negative or moralistic responses—verbal or nonverbal—to the
. *- parent’s statements. The flow of information will stop rapidly and the
G relationship will be severely impaired if the parent senses that you find
, his or her behavior distasteful.
» Avoid abrupt transitions in bringing the parent back to a point. The ability
. to make smooth transitions characterizes the experienced interviewer,
Avoid allowing only superficial or surface answers. Seek deeper, more
significant responses from parents.
. Avoid letting the parent reveal too much in one interview. Sometimes
i’ 2 beginning interviewer makes the mistake of trying to get everything
--in one session. :
Avoid trusting your memory. Put the clinical situation, procedures, ob-
h-Servations, and recommendations in writing as soon as possible.
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STRUCTURING THE HELPING RELATIONSHIP

Structure is evident in the helping relatioﬁship, especially one that extends
over a period of time. In this regard, Shertzer and Stone (1980) write;

Structure varies, depending upon the type of helping relationship, but its essen-
tial features—patterns of stimuli and response—are always present. Structure
enables the relationship to eventuate in growth and productivity. In reality,
responsibility for the structure is reciprocal. Both the helper and person to
be helped have needs—to achieve, to be recognized, to be adequate—that deter-
mine structure and set in motion responses which the helping person must
be prepared to meet to build a helping relationship. (p. 9)

Structure defines the nature, limits, and goals of the prospective help-
ing relationship. According to Brammer (1979), structure outlines the roles,
responsibilities, and possible commitments of both helper and helpee. At
the outset, many helpers will feel compelled to outline procedures to follow
during the counseling relationship. Keep in mind, however, that hard and
fast rules are difficult to develop because one counselor’s theoretical frame
of reference may differ markedly from another’s. While one counselor would
prefer to present the counseling approach (the roles and functions of both

parties), another counselor may wish to simply proceed with the task of
counseling and leave structure (assuming it is necessary) to develop during

the course of the relationship.
If formal structuring is necessary, you should realize that the circum-
. stances favor the counselee’s acceptance of the counselor’s approach. The

client may be anxious and uncertain; the counselor is confident and calm §

and has the status of an authority figure. The counseling relationship will
be enhanced and directed as the client develops faith in the counselor and

the approach they will take. This faith involves the client’s commitment -}
for it implies going beyond mere acceptance of the counselor’s approach. |
The approach set forth by the counselor will not always be easy for the client -
to accept, however. Much depends on the client’s preconceived ideas of |
the counseling sessions and the role of each person in the counseling process. §
a period of time for accommodation and

Should disagreement occur, allow
further deliberations.

One of the most vital initial transactions involves the counselor and ]
client agreeing on a procedure that will be followed during future meet- §
ings. Talk must be translated into 2 course of action to attain a counseling }
goal. The parent’s concern is often vaguely and poorly verbalized; thus the
first step in resolving the problem is to define it. This is often referred to §
as statement of the problem. "

PHASES OF COUNSELING
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" The counselor must convey to the client that she considers ber a valuable person.

o bfas six steps or phases that are not always fixed. Benjamin (1974) has stated -
. that sometimes phases fuse into each other until it is difficult to tell them -
-apart. If stages are absent, this may indicate that there were none, or that
pstage one was never reached, for example. On the other hand, movement
ffom one stage to another may be so swift that it is difficult to determine
Where one stage ends and the next one begins.
. Nevertheless, a working knowledge of phases is essential to counsel-
and should be a fundamental part of any helper's counseling skills. The
sl"i:ounseling model is the Stewart model in which counseling consists of
fg)llowing six sequential phases:

ation or Establisbment of Purpose In this first phase, the helper
i Ipee establish the subject of their meeting. During this step, the helpee
indicate his or her purpose for seeking help. This is important both
Ih'a motivational and a directional viewpoint because this identifies a
foward which both client and counselor may work. It is also during
ase that the counselor becomes an active listener and attempts to con-
“the client that he or she is valued as a person.

a 4g the Counseling Process The counselor and counselee should
_how to achieve a mutually acceptable goal. During this phase the
eds assistance in developing some ideas about the nature and func-
Sounseling. Counselor and client, then, attempt to reach a mutunal
gicnt about the purpose and direction of their relationship. Rapport
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is established so that a comfortable communication of thoughts and feel-
ings may be exchanged between counselor and client.

Understanding of Client’s Needs ~ The next step is to clarify the nature
of the client’s difficulty and to seek insight into the dynamics of the client’s
behavior. The counselor is concerned with the client’s perception of per-
sonal difficulties and the feelings surrounding them. The counselor and
client, working together, attempt to examine as many facets of the diffi-

culty as possible so that an appropriate plan of action can be formulated. -

Understanding alone is not sufficient. The counselor must verbally ex-
press understanding to the client. It is during this phase that empathy, or
the ability to perceive the client’s thoughts and feelings and to communi-
cate this understanding, assumes special significance. Learning to develop
empathy with the client takes both time and practice. It is learning to hear
the client and to convey that you heard. For example, if the client becomes
tearful, the counselor should attempt to understand the feeling underlying
the tears and thereby help the client acknowledge and accept those feelings.

Exploring the Possible Alternatives Helpers have the responsibility to
point out the many possible solutions and alternatives to a situation; in other
words, they should make progress toward the client’s goal. It is not the
counselor’s duty to decide what decisions to make or what course of ac-
tion to choose for the counselee. Decisions are and rightfully should be the
counselee’s own, but understanding why and how they were made is impor-
tant. The counselee should also learn to estimate the consequences of any
actions in terms of personal effort, sacrifice, time, money, risk, and other
significant variables that may affect progress toward the ultimate goal.

Planning a Course of Action - As the client becomes more aware of
thoughts and feelings with the assistance of the counselor, the client begins

to move steadily toward the counseling goal. Executing a plan of action is
normally much easier if the client has personally made the selection. Ifa-
parent has decided on the course of action, we may expect a personal
commitment and a concentrated effort to carry it out. The counselor must.{
remember that the human personality varies considerably and should, there- §
fore, not be disappointed if the desired ends (the counseling goals) are not

fully attained as a result of counseling.

This phase, often called the progress phase of counseling, continues;
until the client and counselor agree that the counseling can and should bej
concluded. Agreement to terminate the sessions indicates either that the goald
has been reached or that the client feels capable of continuing alone without 3
further assistance. Prior to termination, encourage the client to review his ]
or her counseling experiences, especially regarding probable future develop?
ment. The rationale here is to encourage the client to recognize and take]
advantage of insights gained, and to apply self-understanding toward future}
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Y With the assistance of the counselor, the client begins to move toward the

¥ counseling goal. .

n will hopefully continue beyond termination,

The session is best terminated on a positive note, allowing the client
new difficulties without a counselor. In terminating counseling either
orarily or finally, it is important that the parents depart with, a feeling
mething constructive has been accomplished. This positive attitude
iormally prevail if an adequate job is done by the counselor; however,
ling will be enhanced if the counselor is systematic and exercises
1 diplomacy in closing the counseling relationship.
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Ideally, the decision to terminzate counseling should he a mutual one,
although either party should feel free to discuss the possibility at any time
during the counseling encounter. A good rule that Stewart (1978) provides
is that the client should assume the major responsibility for this decision
as with all his decisions.

Finally, Ward (1984) has noted that “‘the termination of counseling
is a process that seems to have been inadequately addressed in the literature,
in training programs, and therefore most probably in counseling practice”
(p. 21). Ward also suggests that appropriate termination not only is a signifi-
cant stage in the counseling process but also serves three primary functions:

1. assessing client readiness for the end of counseling and consohdatmg

learning; :
2.. both resolving remaining affecuvc issues and bringing about appropriate
closure of the significant and often intense relatlonsmp between the client

and the counselor; and
3. maximizing transfer of lea.ming and increasing the client’s self-reliance and

. confidence in his or her ability to maintain change after counseling has
ended. (p. 22)

-Using a slightly different order and emphasis, Brammer (1979) has
identified eight basic stages of the helping process.

Phase 1: Building Relationsbips

1. Entry: Preparing the helpee and opening the relationship
2. Clarification:
ing help
3. Structure: Formulating the contract and the structure

4. Relatjonship: Building the helping relationship

Pbase 2: Facilitating Positive Action

5. Exploration: Exploring problems, formulating goals, planning strategies,
gathering facts, expressing deeper feelings, learning new skills

6. Consolidation:
ticing new skills

7. Planning: Developing a plan of action using strategies to resolve conflicts, .
reducing painful feelings, and consolidating and generalizing new sk:lls ‘

or behaviors to continue self-directed activities
8. Termination: Evaluating outcomes and terminating the relationship (p.

52).

This general model of the helping process is designed to incorporate "
problem-solving, skill-development, life-planning, and awareness models. .§
This sequence of events is typical of helpers’ and helpees’ experiences of '
moving from the first contact through the final outcome. Brammer notes,

two other significant factors related to stages in the helping process.

Stating the problem or concern and the reasons for seek-

Exploring alternatives, working through feelings, prac-,
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(] This general sequence is not dependent on helping style or helping theory;
it is an unfolding of a natural process of problem solving. o

O The stages are typical of the process, but they do not always exist in this
exact sequence, nor are all stages always present, since helpees typlca.lly
determine the sequence and length of stages. (p. 51)

~ In order to stress the Import:mce of structure in the counseling process,
a third and final approach for structuring the interview and aiding the
decision-making process is presented. Ivey and Simek-Downing (1980) sug-
gcét three stages in decision making and problem solving that they belicve
provide the basis of most approaches to counseling. These consist of the
problem definition phase, the work phase, and the decision for action phase.
You are urged to study these phases and their component subparts in Figure

4.1.
' - The conclusions drawn by Ivey and Simek-Downing are worthy of our

consideration.

Decision making undergirds the counseling process. All counseling and therapy
are oriented toward effective decision making. Critical to intentional counseling
is the counselor’s ability to assist the client to develop a large number of ways
in which a problem or concern can be defined. (p. 48)

CHAPTER SUMMARY

- To work effectively with others, helpers should have a thorough and com-

plete understanding of the counseling process. You should be familiar with
- not only why people seek help but also the realities of entering into a2 new
elationship. The initial encounter with a client is vitally important because
vit_conveys confidence in the client’s ability to profit from the helping
_tlatibnship. Structure as a part of the process focuses attention upon the
commitments, obligations, and responsibilities of both parties as they begin
the relationship. It is here that counseling phases take on added importance;
three specific approaches to phases were presented to help you. What is
iportant is that you the helper be aware of how the sequence of the help-
ihg stages relates to the client’s ability to improve his or her problem-solving
:-:,1:1 decision-making skills. The skills, attitudes, knowledge, and behavior
the helper determine to 2 large degree the effectiveness of the client’s
giccessful passage through the stages.

7 TIVITIES, EXERCISES, AND IDEAS
R REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION
RRRecall a time that you felt a need for counseling. Apply Lewis’s three character-

istics of people who seek counseling to your personal situation. Did you actual-
ly seek counseling? Why or why not? What was the ourcome?



Seage 1
(Problem Identification)

—{ Problem defined by -
client

Generation of alternacive
definition of
the problem \
Decision to select
one definjrion of
problem for initial
discussion

Client accepts

definition?
Yes
No Move to
Recycle Work

Phase

Recycle
for New
Issues and

Seage IT
(Work Phase)

Counselor considers alternacive theories
for the interview and selects a primary
mode of operation with accompanying
theory and techniques. More than one
theory may be selected.

Counselor and client examine the definition
of the problem and gencrate new ways

of looking at issues, potential answers,

and solutions, and may develop new issues
for further discussion.

- | N\

Stage HI )
{Decision for Action)} Failure
l’ _ Recycle

Counselor and client have
explored the problem and have
generated some solutions. This
process continues and a maximum
number of solutions is

generated. -

Work

Termination I l

Counselor and client examine the array of potential
solutions and make a commitmenr to action based

on a sorting of the solutions and their possible -
consequences. Solutions may be systematically
prioritized and the consequences of each evaluared.

Y

Client decides on which solution(s)
is most appropriate and tests
it in the home environment.

/ N
' Failure
Recycle

Recycle for
More Work
on Other
Issnes

'~ Termination

FIGURE 4.1 The three Stages tn decision making

SOURCE: Allen E. Ivey, Lynn Simek-Downing, COUNSELING AND PSYCHOTHERAPY:
Skills, Theories and Practice, © 1980, p. 37. Reprinted by permission of Prentice-Hall,

Inc., Englewood Cliffs, N.J.
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2. Do you think that a person having 2 personal, social, or emotional problem is
usually unwilling to approach a professional person for counseling? What fac-
tors might account for one’s hesitancy in initiating a counseling relationship?

3. To whatextent should the counselor expect to fully understand the client's needs?
How much client understanding and awareness is necessary to proceed with the
counseling relationship? To what degree might one expect this to develop dur-

: ing the relationship?

4. Devise and structure 2 role-playing situation that conveys empathy. Analyze the

types of verbal communication and nonverbal actions that establish empathy.

5. Devise and structure 2 role-playing situation where counseling is to be termi-
nated or termination is to be discussed. (Taping or recording the session will
allow for detailed analysis.) How can you improve your ability to terminate a
counseling relationship?

6. Is it correct to assume that most parents of exceptional children will cooperate
readily if they sense you want to help their children? Should this be the domi-
pant theme in your initial meeting with the parents? How might you convey
your willingness to help in a genuine and positive manner?
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